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life	 of	millions.	 However,	 its	 dark	 side	 has	 also	 been	 discovered.	 Prevalent	 use	 of	
social	media	is	seen	to	have	resulted	in	depression,	authenticity	in	relationships,	and	
manipulation.	 These	 phenomena	 call	 for	 an	 all-rounded	 discussion	 for	 a	 deeper	
understanding	and	awareness	on	the	issue.	In	this	vein,	this	paper	attempts	to	examine

























of	 results	 in	existing	 literature	 is	 striking.	This	paper	posits	 that	 it	might	need	more	
conceptualization	 and	 philosophical	 contemplation	 in	 order	 to	 achieve	 a	 holistic	
understanding	of	so	influential	a	medium.	Therefore,	this	paper	has	chosen	to	view	
social	media	via	a	highly	philosophical,	metaphysical	concept,	the	self,	as	put	forward	





literature	 on	 social	media	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 self.	 The	 second	 part	
explores	the	nature	of	the	self	as	well	as	the	idea	of	the	self	as	put	forward	by	Jean-
Jacques	 Rousseau.	 Combining	 close	 reading	 of	 texts	 with	 the	 anthropological	 and	
sociological	study	on	social	media,	this	paper	will	draw	parallels	between	civil	society
























on…’.	 Existing	 research	 has	 very	much	 covered	 the	 impacts	 on	 individual	 life	 and	
collective	 life,	 i.e.	 interpersonal	 communication,	 society,	political	 community.	 They	
can	 be	 positive,	 such	 as	 increased	 self-esteem,	 perceived	 cooperation,	 perceived	
support,	 or	 political	 participation	 (Khosravi,	 Rezvani,	 &	 Wiewiora.	 2016;	 Kittilson,	 &	
Dalton,	2011).	Studies	have	also	shown	negative	effects	of	social	media,	for	example,
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increased	 exposure	 to	 harm,	 social	 isolation,	 depression,	 damage	 to	 self-esteem	
(Cookingham,	 &	 Ryan.	 2015),	 and	 low	 productivity	 (Brook.	 2015).	 Some	 study	 also	
shows	mixed	 or	 neutral	 effects	 of	 social	media.	 (Best,	Menktelow,	 &	 Taylor.	 2014;	


















































might	be	completely	different	 from	the	ones	 in	 the	offline	world,	belong	 in	 social	





whatever	happens	 to	or	on	 the	networks	would	have	a	direct	 impact	on	 the	user	
themselves.	 In	this	vein,	 it	can	also	be	said	that	such	 impacts,	which	have	been	 in	


















	 	 A	 discussion	 of	 the	 self	 in	 a	 more	 interpretive	 and	 conceptual	 manner	
surprisingly	comes	from	consumer	research	studies.	In	an	influential	and	thorough-written
paper,	Belk	(1988:	131)	formed	the	concept	of	an	extended	self	which	regards	possessions
as	 “major	 contributor	 to	 and	 reflection	 of	 our	 identities”.	 The	 nature	 of	 the	 self	





The	construction	of	the	self	 in	digital	environment,	where	social	media	 is	 included,	




Rousseau and Social Media
 1. The self and the unsurprising relevance of Rousseau
	 	 As	 the	 research	 gap	 in	 social	media	 studies	has	been	acknowledged,	we	
move	to	discuss	the	topic	in	relation	to	Jean-Jacque	Rousseau.	Rousseau	was	a	prominent
figure	during	the	French	Enlightenment	in	the	18th	Century.	Surprisingly,	he	has	since	











within	 the	 society	 remains	 widely	 shared.	 His	 aspiration	 for	 liberty,	 fraternity,	 and	
equality	 in	a	 just	and	human	society	 resonates	deeply	still	 in	modern	times	 (Dent.	
2005).
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	 	 Possible	contribution	from	Rousseau	on	social	media	might	be	drawn	from	
his	 articulation	 of	 the	 human	 self	 which	 has	 been	 found	 lacking	 in	 contemporary	
literature.	In	Rousseau	we	find	a	multi-dimensional	account	of	the	self.	“Rousseau’s	
major	philosophical	works	are	devoted	to	the	development	of	an	understanding	of	









and	 Emile,	 or	On	 Education	 (1762).	 In	 these	writings	 Rousseau	 gives	 an	 analysis	 of	
human	beings	as	individuals	and	as	social	beings.	In	the	First	Discourse	(1750/1990a:	








































	 	 While	 Rousseau’s	 social	 and	 political	 writings	 are	 about	 dissecting	 social	
institutions	and	their	members,	his	autobiographical	writings	are	set	to	examine	the	
self	 from	within.	Both	are	 two	sides	of	 the	same	coin.	 It	 is	 the	 journey	of	 the	self	
from	and	returning	to	the	original,	natural	goodness,	and	the	source	of	all	goodness	
(Gutman.	 1988).	 This	 self,	 however,	 is	 by	 no	 means	 one	 dimensional,	 but	 highly	
complex.	The	individuated	self	possesses	both	rational	faculties:	reason	and	language,
and	 the	 irrational	 part,	 which	 is	 equally	 important:	 conscience,	 compassion,	 and	





	 	 Rousseau’s	 view	 is	 thus	 illuminating	not	only	because	he	has	had	much	
analysis	 on	 the	 self,	 but	 also	his	 spirit	 of	 self-reflection.	Under	 the	 context	 of	 the	
rapidly	 developing	 digital	 world,	 users	 are	 being	 affected	 in	 countless	 ways.	 Our	
‘selves’	appear	to	be	growing,	changing,	multiplying,	under	attack,	or	sometimes,	lost.	
Therefore,	the	searching	of	the	self	remains	essential	to	human	lives.
 2. On the quest to self: The Enlightenment to social media platform
	 	 Rousseau’s	ideas	can	be	combined	with	many	contemporary	ideas	in	order	
to	 address	 social	media	 in	particular.	 Said	 combination	not	only	prove	Rousseau’s	
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relevance	 in	modern	sciences,	but	also	provides	 theoretical	 insights	which	 is	much	
needed.	















of	 the	 self’	which	was	 originated	 in	 a	 study	 of	 Rousseau	 (Gutman.	 1988)	 can	 also	
prove	its	relevance	to	social	media	in	the	same	vein.	Individuals	uses	social	media	as	a	
technology	to	transform	oneself	into	perceived	better	status	with	the	help	of	other
users	 who	 are	 also	 providing	 the	 content	 on	 the	 platform.	 Therefore,	 in	 social	
media	where	such	gaze	is	tremendously	intensified,	its	impacts	on	individuals	will	have	
ontological	implications.	




out	of	 technology.”	He	 foresaw	 the	detrimental,	 authoritarian	effect	of	 technology	
which	would	became	widely	discussed	from	the	20th	century	onwards.	Rousseau’s	
analysis	of	human	relation	can	be	aptly	used	to	explain	the	impact	of	social	media,
such	 as	 competing	 for	 attention,	 calculative	 behavior,	 damage	 to	 self-esteem,	
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and	 visibility”	 (Marwick.	 2013).	 In	 Rousseau’s	 logic,	 social	media	 users	who	will	 be	
akin	 to	 living	 in	prison.	Modern	 culture	 as	we	 know	 it	does	not	 seem	 far	off	 from	
what	Rousseau	had	visualized:	civil	society	has	degenerated	into	a	society	of	luxury,	
inequality,	 and	 corruption	 in	 virtues	 and	 morals.	 In	 the	 same	 vein,	 social	 media	
has	many	times	been	criticized	as	one	of	 the	main	culprits	 for	 radical	atomization,
individualism,	self-obsession,	and	disconnectedness	 in	real-life	relationships.	On	the	
other	hand,	it	is	fair	to	say	that	social	media	platforms	encourage	and	provide	space	






















lead,	 and	 indeed	have	 led	 to	 some	confusion.	Whether	 the	 self	 is	 innate,	 unified,	
naturally	constructed,	socially	constructed,	fragmented,	or	illusory	is	still	an	ongoing	






degeneration	 can	 be	 observed	 and	 examined.	 (Rousseau.	 1755/1990)	 There	might	
be	some	objection	if	there	is	a	self	to	discuss	at	all,	especially	in	a	context	of	social	
media	where	users	seem	to	be	able	to	construct	oneself	has	one	wishes,	for	example



















research	 has	 shown	 that	 traditional	 offline	 bullying	 and	 cyberbullying	 overlap	 to	









with	 how	 puritans	 in	 England	 had	 devised	 their	 diaries	 for	 self-reflection	 towards	
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religious	salvation.	(Serfaty.	2004	in	Rettberg.	2017:	12)	In	the	same	vein,	Rousseau’s	
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